At the heart (literally) of 21 Grams (2003) is a concern about questions of identity; of measuring that which seems ineffable -the essence of life, or what makes us distinct, unique as individuals, or otherwise. My aim in this paper is to use the film to attempt a similar, if less lofty, enquiry into the current identity of American independent cinema, a sector that often seems equally resistant to being clearly or definitively pinned down and categorized. 21 Grams is a useful exemplar of a number of significant trends in the contemporary indie sector, including both its situation in the industrial landscape and its most distinctive formal qualities. Industrially, the film lies in a position poised between all-out independence and attachment to the empires of the Hollywood major studio-distribution operations. Formally, and in the intersection between form and content, it also occupies a something of a hybrid position: alternative in some dimensions, especially its narrative structure and the use of hyper-realistic visual textures, but also more familiarconventional in others, including a storyline that might otherwise seem closer to the stuff of somewhat implausible melodrama. In each case, I suggest, this can be taken as representative of a significant proportion of the American independent sector more widely.
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Industry
In industrial terms, 21 Grams lies in the border territory between Hollywood and a more formally independent domain beyond the reach of the studio 2 machine. The film was distributed by Focus Features, the identity of which is worth quoting in full from the company website:
Focus Features is the speciality films unit of Universal Pictures, a division of Vivendi Universal Entertainment (VUE) (universalstudioes.com), the US-based film, television, and recreation entity of Vivendi Universal, a global media and communications company.
2 Quite a mouthful, and one that makes clear the positioning of Focus in relation to the studios: it is part of Universal Pictures, itself part of a transnational media empire. 3 As such, it is one of many examples of studio-owned indieoriented outfits. The involvement of the majors in the "speciality" market, which also includes selected overseas imports, dates back to the early 1980s, when it was one of the factors involved in the consolidation of the independent scene at the time. 4 The way was led originally by United Artists, a struggling studio that merged with MGM, another name from the classical studio era that had by then become a shadow of its former self. United Artists Classics was created in 1980 as a speciality division to handle art-house films, mostly foreign, but it became one of the major players in the American independent sector in the early 1980s. Twentieth Century Fox followed, as did Universal, creating their own classics divisions. All three proved short-lived at the time, The acquisition of Good Machine, following that of October, was another move by a studio to buy-in, ready-made, a position in the indie/specialist market. The studios had learned the value of capitalizing on the expertise of those already involved in this sector, giving them significant latitude rather than seeking to subsume indie units to the dominant strategies of the parent companies. A lesson was gained from the not very happy experience of the earlier classics divisions, the films of which had been handled without any special care or attention by the mainstream domestic distribution offices. 6 The deployment of Linde and Schamus at the head of Features was designed to be a modest operation, handling a relatively small number of films the qualities of which would mark them off from the mainstream (much the same strategy as that adopted by studio specialist arms such as Sony Pictures Classics and Paramount Classics). Exactly how this market position is defined is an issue to which I return in the second half 5 of this paper, but it is useful at this point to note statements on the subject made by Schamus and Linde. For the former, the aim of Focus is to handle films addressed at "specific but pretty substantial audiences." 7 Along similar lines, Linde identifies a mission to reach "a mainstream audience with original, compelling cinema." 8 In both cases, an attempt is made to identify a position somewhere between Hollywood and the farther reaches of independence:
something "specific" that involves "original, compelling cinema" (read: not the same as Hollywood), but that can also reach "mainstream" or "pretty substantial" audiences (i.e. not too far away).
If 21 Grams was distributed by Focus, the film was also partially distanced from the studio-specialist orbit. It was executive produced by Ted
Hope, the third partner in Good Machine, who opted not to join Linde and Schamus in the move to Universal. Instead, Hope formed a new company, This Is That, in partnership with two other former colleagues from Good Machine, producers Anthony Bregman and Anne Carey. The trio aimed to maintain a greater level of autonomy and real independence than would be possible under a studio wing, based on a desire to limit themselves to work on projects to which they felt a personal level of interest and commitment. 9 This
Is That promptly signed a three-year, first-look deal with Focus, however, binding its immediate fate partially, at least, to that of the new studio subsidiary. The first product of the agreement was to be 21 Grams, giving the film an industrial location that straddles one border (between This is That and Focus Features) of a broader borderline zone (the semi-indie or "Indiewood"
territory of studio-owned or studio-connected speciality subsidiaries Their films tend to be among the more marketable of subtitled, foreignlanguage products, a sector that has followed the independent scene more generally in being increasingly hit-driven in recent years (success tending, as it does in Hollywood, to be concentrated in a relatively small number of titles that achieve market breakthrough). Alternatively, they can be recruited, as in the case of Iñárritu, as valuable assets to the American independent scene itself.
The value of the work of filmmakers such as Iñárritu in the independent sector can be measured in numerous ways, including its capacity to attract critical praise of the kind that translates into Academy Awards or nominations.
The Oscars have come to play an important role in the indie and Indiewood economies since the 1990s, disproportionate numbers of films from these sectors having gained the substantial boost to box-office performance that usually results from nomination and/or Oscar success. Academy Awards are also coveted by the studios, of course, not just for commercial reasonswhich are considerable -but also because of the status and patina of "quality" they confer. This is one reason for studio investment in indie or semi-indie units, which can provide a dimension of "prestige" seen as useful to the overall studio image (as a counter to regular attacks on Hollywood from politicians and other sources, including threats of greater regulation), provided that it can 8 be accompanied by a measure of profitability. The biggest success for Focus in this dimension to date was The Pianist, which secured awards for best director, best actor and best adapted screenplay. 21 Grams was also seen as potential Oscar fodder, being "pushed in all principal categories" -meaning, being subject of significant investment by the distributor in the promotional campaigns that accompany each year"s Academy Awards campaign. include an "economy of means" criterion. 13 Quite what this means is not entirely clear and has been subject of controversy at the Spirits for some years, the budget ceiling for qualification as independent having been raised steadily over time. 14 According to the IFP website "economy of means"
involves "particular attention paid to total production costs and individual compensation". Another factor is "the percentage of finance that comes from independent sources", a score on which 21 Grams might not have fared well, depending how exactly "independent sources" are defined (probably not including money from studio affiliates).
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The IFP clearly wanted to include 21 Grams for reasons of aesthetics 
Formal Qualities 1: Narrative
It is in the dimension of narrative structure that 21 Grams makes its most obvious and immediate claims to the status of something other than the mainstream, an issue to which much of the film"s critical attention has been drawn. How, then, might independent features be defined on the basis of the use of distinctive narrative strategies? Two broad alternatives can be identified. In some cases, indie films are marked by narrative forms in which the familiar dynamics of the "classical Hollywood" variety are downplayed, halted or subdued. 18 Strong, forward-driving narrative is replaced by more relaxed, rambling or decentred structures, akin to those associated with some 19 In some cases, temporal structure is equally complex or unconventional. 21 Grams falls strongly into the latter camp, characterized by a multi-strand narrative that is both highly fragmented and subjected to radical temporal disjuncture. blood-covered sheets, which provide a heavy hint. Cristina arrives at the hospital, but revelation is delayed (the receptionist asks to be excused, retreating to a rear office to make a phone call after checking the details on her computer screen -implying news too sensitive for her to impart). Jack comes home, late for his own birthday party, and gives us most of the story: "I just ran over a man and two girls". Cut, confusingly, to Jack driving fast, the bleeding Paul in the back set with Cristina. We then see Paul post heart-op, with his scar, asking whose heart he has been given (he cannot be told), and it would be termed in Russian Formalist criticism, is heightened and somewhat implausible, especially when separated from the syuzhet, the manner in which the story is told through the order and selection of material presented on screen. 22 Told bluntly, the core narrative synopsis is rather conventional: man and children knocked down by careless driver; man"s heart given to transplant candidate who starts an affair with the victim"s grieving wife, at whose urging he sets out to kill the driver, who is himself wracked by guilt. That the recipient of Michael"s heart should end up being his wife"s lover and his and his children"s potential avenger is the stuff of convenient fictional confection, played out in an emotional register that would certainly risk being labelled as melodramatic excess (locating the film differently in the cinematic spectrum) if presented in linear form. 23 Relatively conventional material in a more radical, fragmentary form gives the film"s narrative, along with its industrial location, something of a hybrid quality. An important role in this equation is also played by other formal devices.
Formal Qualities 2: Visual Style
Many films can be understood as making their claims to independent status, formally, on the basis of claims to the status of greater "realism" than their mainstream/Hollywood equivalents. 24 Downplayed or more arbitrarily-shaped narrative often claims, implicitly at least, to occupy a position closer to the texture of reality than the carefully crafted dynamics associated with Hollywood convention. 25 The same can be said to some extent of multi-strand or temporally shifting narrative structures, which might claim to come closer The Reverend John, accompanying her, comments "leave it to me", and 21 moves to follow Jack. The camera pans to follow him, but then seems to change its mind, swinging back in a fast pan that returns to Marianne. The impression, again, is of camera responding, uncertainly, to pro-filmic action,
Marianne"s sense of shock and disjuncture being mirrored by abrupt movement of a camera that seems equally taken aback by Jack"s behaviour.
The impression of authenticity for which the film strives is also The bleach-bypass process, in which one of the usual stages of colour processing is omitted, contributes a contrasty and desaturated appearance that can also create effects coded as both realist and expressive. Harshness of image quality and a reduction in visual plenitude suggest a heightened realism; but it is, precisely, a heightened realism that also takes on expressive qualities (the slippage between the two, found here and elsewhere, is not so much contradictory as suggestive of the extent to which impressions of the "real" or "authentic" are always relative and constructed). This is most notable in 21 Grams in sequences from the latter stages, set in the New Mexico desert, in which bleach-bypass and the use of coarse-grained stock combine to express the extremity of the situation. In addition to a dimension that suggests realism/authenticity, image quality in these sequences also has an "unreal", dreamlike or nightmarish resonance. The first time we visit this part of the narrative, for example, when Paul sits by the motel pool, image quality is grainy but also seems "artful" and somewhat affected: a filter on the lens creates a diagonal gradient effect in the sky, shading from a dark, deep blue in the upper-left of the frame to paler shades lower and to the right; the deeper blues of the sky seem echoed in the colour of the pool-cover, which lies collapsed in a mire of grungy yet what appears to be carefully composed detritus. Expressive qualities such as these help to distinguish certain fragments as belonging to this part of the fabula, contributing to the systems of orientation built into the film, but they also seems appropriate to material that is experienced (if this is fully grasped by the viewer) as flash-forward projection, a relatively uncommon form of temporal manipulation (another example in which this narrative technique is used, among others, to give a disjunctive indie imprint to otherwise more familiar/conventional material is Steven Soderbergh"s revenge thriller The Limey [1999] ).
The most distinctive visual qualities of 21 Grams can be understood as both signifiers of independence (differing from the mainstream in the extent to which claims are made to authenticity and in the use of expressive effects) and as devices that serve at some level (maybe subliminal) to counter the confusingly fragmentary shape of the narrative. This is another contribution to the hybrid status of the film in its negotiation of the territory between relatively mainstream and more radical/alternative strategies. The formal qualities of 21
Grams are largely in service of the narrative, as usually associated with the "classical" Hollywood recipe. 27 Fragmentation of narrative is also in keeping with the broader "content" of the film, which can be taken as a disquisition on various issues including the nature of identity and processes of causality (fate, guilt, etc.) to which the fractured quality of the diegesis directly contributes by requiring the viewer to contribute more actively than usual to the process of understanding how one element is connected to another. At the same time, however, the film draws attention to form in its own right, at the levels of both This differentiates such "appropriation" of international cinema in the Indiewood/indie sector from its Hollywood equivalent, in which innovation from elsewhere is usually put to more conventional use. In 21 Grams, extensive rein is given to the more experimental instincts of Iñárritu and screenwriter
Arriaga, but only within certain limits. Radical departure is motivated by
